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Abstract

Pets can act as an intervention for the mental declines associated with the COVID pandemic
because of the attachment persons hold for the companion animal. Furthermore, it is possible
that service dogs may be able to provide support that distinguishes them from regular pets. I
evaluated the perceptions of human-dog profiles to determine the influence of pets. I
hypothesized that descriptive profiles of human-dog relationships with pictures manipulated for
dog size and dog purpose would generate main effects both for both factors on ratings of
loneliness and attachment. I also tested correlations between loneliness and comfort from pets in
the participants (N = 60) who were pet owners. Finally, I tested whether comfort was associated
with a greater frequency of dog size. I used a 2 x 3 (Dog Purpose by Dog Size) within-subjects
design with a human with a laptop as an external control. I found a main effect of size and an
interaction such that pets and service dogs were only distinguished in the medium size for ratings
of loneliness; however, the presence of a dog was consistently rated as less lonely than a human
with a laptop. Service dogs were rated with greater attachment unless they were medium size. No
significant correlation was found between self-reports of participants of loneliness and comfort
from animals. My results indicate that the presence of service dogs may mitigate feelings of
loneliness related to COVID-19. The human-animal attachment is stronger for service animals
who spend more time with owners than pets.
Keywords: pets, COVID-19, loneliness, attachment
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Animal Companions During COVID-19
Pet ownership statistics provide evidence of strong human-animal relationships.
According to the American Pet Products Association (APPA, 2021), about 67% of households
within the United States own some species of domesticated pet. With pet ownership comes pet
expenses such that pet owners spent about 103.6 billion dollars in the pet industry in 2020. This
spending had increased about 7 billion dollars from the previous year, 2019, despite the
pandemic and the financial challenges associated with social isolation, mass furlough, and small
business shutdown. The growth in spending did not appear to be smaller than in previous years,
as spending had a similar 7 billion dollar increase from 2018 to 2019 as well. The APPA outlines
the spending by category which provides useful insights into how much of the spending growth
was voluntary rather than mandatory. As expected, a majority of the spending in 2020, about 44
billion dollars, was on pet food. An additional 32 billion dollars was spent on needed veterinary
care. There was about 10 billion dollars’ worth of spending on voluntary pet care as well, i.e.,
grooming, daycare, insurance, etc. I am interested in this financial relationship because it
represents a very large investment in pet care. The fact that this investment and spending, even
on extra care that is not required, continues to increase despite continued financial strain during
the pandemic, is a strong indicator of support for the perception of the human-animal
relationship as a social one.
Dogs were chosen as my focus in investigating human-animal relationships because of
the number of dogs kept as pets within the United States. According to the APPA, the most
commonly owned pet in the United States for 2019 and 2020 was a dog, with a reported 63.4
billion U.S. households owning a dog by 2020 (APPA, 2021). With dogs being popular and
widely varied by breed, it is important to also consider what factors may influence preferences
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and decisions in dog acquisition. Ghirlanda, Acerbi, Herzog, and Serpell (2013) evaluated data
provided by the American Kennel Club over the course of the past few decades with the intent to
explain the apparently “whimsical” trends of dog breed popularity. Previous models indicated
that these fluctuations were likely explained by chance or cultural modeling of influential
individuals, but Ghirlanda et al. instead examined breed characteristics in an attempt to delineate
whether one particular variation in dog breeds could help explain changes in popularity.
Popularity data were gathered from American Kennel Club annual reports with behavioral data
for specific breeds of dog collected from the Canine Behavioral Assessment and Research
Questionnaire database. Data on longevity and health of dog breeds were taken from other
published reports. Ghirlanda et al. used correlational testing to explore dog breed health,
longevity, and behavior to popularity but found no significant correlations for any of the factors
studied. While Ghirlanda et al. suggested that the breed preferences follow fashion trends, such
factors as dog size and appearance were not tested. They suggested these characteristics should
be investigated further to evaluate their possible influence on dog acquisition.
Research has shown that in addition to the psychological effects of comfort and support
that pets provide, there is also a physiological component to responses to them. Wheeler and
Faulkner (2015) investigated what they termed the “Pet Effect,” where interaction with
companion animals is associated with improvements in mental health and decreases in signs of
physiological stress. Participants in their study were divided among live and non-live pet
conditions, with both close-contact or no-contact variations. Blood pressure, heart rate, and state
anxiety were measured while participants were asked to perform a high-stress social task and
exposed to an animal, live or non-live. Live pet presence was found to reduce state anxiety, and
participants who were in the close-contact conditions with a live pet also experienced lowered
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blood pressure and heart rate. What can be taken from these results is that there is a natural
physiological calming effect that pets have on humans. The ability of live pet contact to reduce
signs of stress may indicate that the presence of a pet can work as a coping mechanism for highstress situations from both a mental and physical approach.
Additional research has explored the human-animal relationship and its social aspects.
Meehan, Massavelli, and Pachana (2017) conducted a two-part study with the goal of exploring
the associations between Attachment Theory and companion animals in order to establish how
pets may occupy a social role. All participants were companion animal owners who were
approached and asked to complete different sets of survey measures depending on the study
procedure. Meehan et al. used four different measures in this study that included the Sources of
Social Support Scale, Companion Animal Attachment Scale, Attachment Hierarchy Scale, and
Commitment to Companion Animals scale. Their results indicated that not only did participants
agree when asked if pets occupied a social role, the participants included pets in social
hierarchies with other relationships such as parents and romantic partners. Meehan et al.
reevaluated these results in proximity attachment specifically and found that, in this context, pets
ranked ahead of even parents and siblings. Given these results, it is clear that pets have the
potential to serve as substitutes for social support roles when normal human-human relationships
are restricted or removed.
It is important to distinguish the relationships pets have with owners from the relationship
between a service dog and handler. Pets are able to provide emotional and physiological support
in times of stress because of their proximity to owners, but that contact can vary widely. Service
dogs, who are in almost constant contact with handlers, have more interaction time with handlers
and can provide support full-time. Rodriguez, Bibbo, and O’Haire (2019) evaluated service dog
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and human relationships in a survey study sent to individuals with service dogs or on a waitlist
for a dog. The survey contained the Pediatric Quality of Life Inventory, the Patient Reported
Outcomes Measurement Information System patient-report system, and the Monash Dog Owner
Relationship Scale measurement for dog-owner relationships. Participants were sorted into pet
and service dog conditions based on whether they had a service dog. Rodriguez et al.’s results
indicated that those associated with pet dogs showed lower emotional functioning and that the
presence of a pet in the home (waitlisted for service dog) did not have a significant effect on
work or school performance and social function, whereas those with a service dog present saw
higher ratings in human-animal bonding and in school or work performance. I aimed to
incorporate these findings into my study design in order to further evaluate perceptions of service
dogs. Service dogs’ constant presence with a handler and continued support may not only affect
the handler but also perceptions of the handler.
COVID Pandemic-Related Research
Pets are a valuable source of emotional support and stability in times of stress when
human interaction is limited. In their review of the literature, Nieforth and O’Haire (2020)
explained the potential of this relationship such that in the absence of access to other humans,
pets are often used as a source of live, supportive interaction. The biophilia hypothesis proposes
that humans are drawn to other living beings in their environment. It explains this pattern of
behavior by suggesting that when humans are absent, attention shifts towards the next available
living being. Nieforth and O’Haire also focused on how pets, as constant companions in an
isolated home environment, may assume roles normally associated with human-human
relationships. Pets are a consistent variable within a home environment and act as sources of
non-judgmental support and unconditional love. Pets also have one unique benefit over human-
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human relationships in that they are unable to add information or opinions into an interaction.
The one-sided support is beneficial in times of high stress when information overload and high
emotional instability may negatively impact mental health. Pets simply act in support and do not
exchange information or emotionally charged conversation. Such support is important in
situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic, where much of normal human interaction is
removed, and many circumstances are highly variable and uncertain. Nieforth and O’Haire
proposed that pets are a valuable source of support in challenging times and may be essential to
mitigating negative mental health effects of pandemic isolation.
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a wide range of effects on global mental health, but
one strong impact has been on the young adult and adolescent population. Considering that
young adults and adolescents had most of their social outlets removed as a result of COVID-19
isolation practices, an increased frequency in depressive characteristics and feelings of anxiety is
to be expected. Ellis, Dumas, and Forbes (2020) surveyed over 1000 adolescents 14 to 18 years
old and used the UCLA Loneliness Scale to evaluate loneliness and the Brief Symptom
Inventory (BSI) scale to measure depressive symptoms present in the sample. Ellis et al. found
that about 43% had great concern relating to the COVID-19 pandemic, and 28% reported
depressive symptoms for every statement in the BSI scale. Lee, Cadigan, and Rhew (2020)
conducted a similar study with young adults aged 18 to 23 years of age using the UCLA
Loneliness Scale and Patient Health Questionnaire to evaluate depression and the
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support to measure social support for the young
adults in the study. The results of this study reflected those of Ellis et al. in that there was an
increase in depressive symptoms over time, but the increase in depression was also found to be
associated with increases in loneliness. These two studies indicate a troubling trend in youth
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mental health in response to the pandemic. I was interested in how these results could be
influenced by the presence of coping tools, specifically animals.
Animals are a tool that can be used to cope with difficult situations. Williams et al.
(2021) found that animal intervention methods for loneliness in the studies they reviewed did
have an impact on UCLA Loneliness Scale scores, but the main challenge with animal
intervention was that it was difficult to implement on a large scale. The survey designed by
Ratschen et al. (2020) expanded on this idea of animal support during COVID-19 isolation by
utilizing the Comfort from Companion Animals Scale (CCAS) and UCLA Loneliness Scale to
explore the connection between pets and experiences of loneliness, specifically in the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Previous research indicated that human-animal bonds follow human
bond attachment models, but there were conflicting conclusions regarding the impact of strong
human-animal bonds on the owner. Ratschen et al. explored whether strong attachments to pets
is beneficial or detrimental to mental health. Their results indicated that many pet owners viewed
their pets as holding a social role in the owners’ lives with pet ownership associated with slight
decreases in loneliness. In this case, pet ownership did serve to mitigate increases in loneliness
and decreases in mental health, but the strength of the bond between pet and owner, as indicated
by the CCAS, was not significant. These results corroborated the conclusions of the reviews by
Nieforth and O’Haire (2020) and Williams et al. Pets, as an unexploited resource, represent an
easily accessible source of animal intervention and support for the declines in mental health seen
as a result of COVID-19.
Hypotheses
Collectively, the literature indicates that there is strong evidence that animals are a
reliable source of support, both mental and physical, for individuals under stressful conditions. In
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the context of COVID-19, this is an important relationship to consider because for many people,
the human-animal relationship was and may continue to be the only relationship that is easy to
access under social distancing standards (Nieforth & O’Haire, 2020; Williams et al., 2021). The
Pet Effect of animals on human physiology makes pets a convenient coping tool for managing
high stress and anxiety in circumstances where support from another human is inaccessible
(Wheeler & Faulkner, 2015) as pets in the home are often see them as sources of social support
(Meehan et al., 2017). Additionally, the role of service dogs is largely unexplored, but this
relationship needs to be evaluated further to fully understand how a service pet may benefit a
handler more than a normal pet (Rodriguez et al., 2019). I developed a study wherein I
manipulated brief profiles describing a dog (small, medium, large), its purpose (pet or service
dog), with a description of the human companion to better understand the perceived differences
in support from animals based on their role as a service animal or pet and the social stereotypes
of dog size. I hypothesized that these manipulations would result in an interaction and main
effects for dog size and purpose on ratings of loneliness and attachment for the human in the
image. I also hypothesized that there would be a negative correlation between comfort from
animals and experiences of loneliness for the participants in the study that experienced the
COVID-19 lockdown. Finally, I hypothesized that there would be a significant preference for
dog sizes established via attachment ratings collapsed by dog purpose. This study tested the
model of unconditional support put forward by Nieforth and O’Haire (2020) by investigating
whether the support would be perceived by outsiders to a human-animal relationship.

ANIMALS AND COVID-19

10
Methods

Participants
We recruited introductory psychology students from The University of Alabama in
Huntsville who participated in exchange for course credit. The study was limited to those who
have pets at home, either in a college living space or off-campus. The final sample contained 60
participants with the average age of 20 yrs (range 18 – 30 yrs) and self-identified as 38 women
and 22 men with 48 White, 3 African American, 3 Asian, and 3 Hispanic. Participants were also
required to have at least 10 years of experience speaking English because of the extensive use of
language in each experimental trial. Additionally, participants who had a fear of dogs were
advised not to volunteer. Of the 115 participants recruited, 2 elected to decline participation in
the study and data from 53 of the participants were excluded because of incompletion or failure
to finish the study before the assigned deadline. The IRB at The University of Alabama in
Huntsville approved the study administration (see Appendix for approval letter).
Design
We used a 2 x 3 (Dog Purpose by Dog Size) within-subjects design. Dog purpose was
defined as either service dog (named and labeled in profile, wearing red harness in image) or pet
(named in profile with no accessories other than collars). Dog size was defined by weight; small
dogs were those under 30 pounds (n = 6), medium dogs were those between 30 and 60 pounds (n
= 6), and large dogs were those over 60 pounds (n = 6). An external control consisted of a profile
of a human with a laptop. Responses to the profiles in each trial were measured with ratings on a
Likert scale for perceived loneliness (1-7) and perceived attachment to dog or laptop (1-5).
As an exploratory correlational design, participant responses to the UCLA Loneliness
Scale (Hughes, Waite, Hawkley, & Cacioppo, 2004) and Comfort from Companion Animals
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Scale (Zasloff, 1996) were collected. As no data could be collected on the second scale if a
participant had no experience with pets, the participants with pets were recruited.
To evaluate dog size preferences, ratings for attachment for each dog size regardless of
purpose were averaged for each participant. I created bins labeled small, medium, large, or tie
then tallied which size category each participant rated highest in attachment.
Materials
The profiles were developed to present short, 6-sentence descriptions accompanied by a
photo of a human with a dog or for the external control, a laptop (Table 1). Descriptions for dog
conditions included the person’s and dog’s names, the person’s college major, job, and hobbies,
as well as some information about the dog by identifying it as a pet or a service dog. The external
control of a person with a laptop replaced information about the dog with information about the
laptop. Photos of individuals with dogs (n = 21) were collected from volunteers and from the
internet using the Google photos search function. There were 3 photos per dog condition (small
pet or service dog, medium pet or service dog, large pet or service dog) and 3 photos for control
with a person and a laptop with no animal present. Of the 21 color photos used, 11 were of
college age women and 10 were of college age men facing the camera for a clear view of the
face presenting a pleasant expression. The persons were posed with their dog in the dog
conditions, or a laptop computer in the control condition. All photos were edited to make the
person’s clothing a neutral gray or black color with neutral backgrounds that were edited or
blurred as needed. Dog condition images were classified based on dog size and purpose. Small
dogs were defined as those being under 30 pounds, medium as between 30 and 60 pounds, and
large as over 60 pounds (see Figure 1). Photos in the service dog conditions were edited to

ANIMALS AND COVID-19

12

include a service dog harness that was a dark red color and mostly devoid of any health
signifiers.
The Qualtrics online survey system was used to present stimuli and collect responses.
One Qualtrics file was used for all participants that contained trials presented in the same order
for all participants after being randomized using a Microsoft Excel random number table
function. Stimulus slides, as shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2, had the photos on the right with the
text of the profile (black against white background) on the left in a left-justified orientation with
30 s allowed for viewing. Each stimulus slide was followed by a response slide for 60 s with a
free-response text box to list what was noticed in the previous slide, as well as two sliders for
rating the previous photo subject’s loneliness (1-7; low to high) and attachment to the pet or
laptop computer (1-5; low to high). Figure 4 shows the response slide structure. See Appendix
for template used for response slides.
Following all stimulus and response slides, two questionnaires were presented. The first
was the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Hughes et al., 2004; Russell, Peplau, & Ferguson, 1978) that
contains 20 questions which were not edited for use in this study. Reliability testing done by
Hughes et al. produced a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.91 for this scale. The original UCLA
Loneliness Scale response structure allows the choice of O, S, R, or N for Often, Sometimes,
Rarely, or Never. This response structure was changed for this study as statements posed as “I
never feel this way,” “I rarely feel this way,” “I sometimes feel this way,” and “I often feel this
way.” The second questionnaire used was the Comfort from Companion Animals Scale (CCAS;
Zasloff, 1996), a 13-item questionnaire. Testing for reliability by Zasloff for the CCAS produced
a Cronbach’s alpha level of 0.85. The questions were not edited for use in this study with the
questionnaire’s original response structure of a 1-5 Likert scale from strongly disagree to
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strongly agree being used in this study. See Appendix for UCLA and CCAS formats.
A post-task questionnaire (PTQ) was created for the end of the study. It contained
questions about image clarity, timing, and interest in animal therapy programs with a 1-4 Likert
scale of disagree to agree. A demographic section included questions about participant age, sex,
and ethnicity with free-response text boxes to answer.
Procedure
Participants registered for a survey due date slot in SONA then a link was emailed
instructing that the survey be completed within 48 hr. of receipt. After accepting the study and
providing voluntary consent (see Appendix for consent form), participants read the instructions.
The 21 randomized experimental stimulus slides sequenced after 30 s to present a profile that
either varied based on conditions of dog size and dog purpose or were a control with a laptop
instead of a dog. Response slides were presented for 60 s with a free-response text box with
instructions to list what was noticed in the previous stimulus slide, as well as two rating sliders to
rate the perceived loneliness (1-7) and attachment to animal or laptop (1-5) of the person in the
profile.
After the experimental trials, participants completed the UCLA Loneliness Scale,
followed by the CCAS, both untimed. Once the questionnaires were complete, participants were
then asked to answer the untimed PTQ containing manipulation check questions regarding image
clarity, study timing, and on-campus therapy programs. Participants were also asked to provide
information in free-response text boxes about their age, sex, and ethnicity. The session duration
was no longer than 45 min.
The session ended with a debriefing page and a place for participants to choose either “I
permit the use of my data” or “I withdraw the use of my data” after viewing the full details of the
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study, its purpose, and its uses going forward. Credit was awarded through the SONA system
Following the receipt of participant data then data were downloaded from Qualtrics, personally
identifiable information was removed from the data set and saved to a password protected
computer, then an alphanumerical identifier was assigned to each case to ensure anonymity
during data analysis.
Statistics
Ratings of loneliness and attachment of the person in the stimulus profile were averaged
by condition. These mean ratings were evaluated using a 2 x 3 repeated-measures ANOVA;
specific paired samples t tests to compare dog conditions to the laptop control were also
performed. A Goodness of Fit Chi Square with an alpha level of p < .05 was conducted for breed
size ratings of attachment (N = 60). Size preference tallies were collected using highest average
attachment rating collapsed for purpose and classified as either Small, Medium, Large, or Tie.
Pearson Correlation Coefficients were calculated to test the relationship between participants’
responses to the UCLA Loneliness Scale and the CCAS. All analyses were performed via SPSS
with an alpha level of p < .05.
Results
Factorial Design Analyses
As can be seen in Figure 3, ratings for loneliness were higher for small and medium-sized
service dogs but lower for large-sized service dogs which illustrates the significant dog purpose
by size interaction, F(2, 118) = 9.998, p < .001, ηp² = .145. There was a main effect for size,
F(2, 118) = 5.045 p =.008, ηp² = .079, in that pet dogs were distinguished from service dogs only
when medium-sized dogs were in the profile. There was no significant main effect for purpose,
F(1, 59) = 1.098, p =.299.
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Figure 5 shows that ratings for attachment distinguished service dogs from pet dogs
except when dogs were medium-sized. This was a significant dog purpose by dog size
interaction, F(2, 118) = 5.863, p = .004, ηp² = .090. There was a main effect for dog purpose with
ratings for attachment consistently higher for service dogs of each size, F(1, 59) = 39.197,
p < .001, ηp² = .399. There was a main effect for dog size that illustrates differences when dogs
were small or large compared to medium-sized, F(2, 118) = 3.288, p = 0.041, ηp² = .053.
Comparisons to External Control
Mean ratings for loneliness and standard deviation for small dogs collapsed by purpose
are shown in Table 2. Testing for the small-sized dog condition indicated a significant decrease
in loneliness ratings for small pets compared to the control profile of the person with a laptop,
t(59) = -14.86, p < .001, d = 1.90, as well as for small service dogs compared to the control,
t(59) = -11.55, p < .001, d = 1.75. A significant decrease in attachment ratings was found for
small pets, t(59) = -3.307, p = .001, d = .49, but not for small service dogs when compared to the
control (M = 3.94, SD = 1.01), t(59) = 1.03, p = .153.
Mean ratings for loneliness and standard deviation for medium dogs collapsed by purpose
are shown in Table 2. Further testing for the medium-sized dog condition indicated a significant
decrease in loneliness ratings for medium pets compared to the control profile of a human with a
laptop as the attachment object, t(59) = -14.64, p < .001,

d = 2.15, as well as for medium

service dogs compared to the control condition, t(59) = -10.82, p < .001, d = 1.71. There was a
significant decrease in ratings of attachment for medium-sized pet dogs compared to the control
profile with a laptop, t(59) = -1.75, p = .042, but not for medium-sized service dogs compared to
the control, t(59) = -.341, p =.734.
Mean ratings for loneliness and standard deviation for large dogs collapsed by purpose
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are shown in Table 2. For the large-dog condition, there was a significant decrease in ratings of
loneliness for large pets when compared to the control condition with a laptop computer, t(59) =
-13.22, p < .001, d = 1.91, as well as a significant decrease in loneliness for the large service dog
condition compared to control, t(59) = -13.146, p < .001, d = 2.23. A significant decrease in
attachment ratings was found for the large pet compared to the control laptop, t(59) = -2.073,
p = .022, d = .33, but a significant increase was found in attachment ratings for the large service
dog compared to the control person with laptop, t(59) = 1.91, p = .030, d = .33.
Nonexperimental Data Analyses
For responses to the UCLA Loneliness Scale and CCAS, there was an insignificant
positive correlation, r(58) =.163, p =.214.
Figure 5 shows that the observed ratings of attachment were highest for large-sized dogs,
X2(3, N = 60) = 11.33, p = .01. Large dogs accounted for almost half of the highest ratings
compared to small, medium, or tie categories.
Discussion
The significant decrease in ratings of loneliness in the conditions with a dog present
compared to the control is consistent with the model from Nieforth and O’Haire (2020). It was
proposed in that study that pets can occupy social roles akin to that of siblings or friends, thus
decreased loneliness in the presence of an animal can be seen as a reaction to a source of social
support within the environment. The t test results further support this model; in all individual
conditions for dog purpose and size, ratings for loneliness were significantly lower when
compared to the control condition without any animal present. The presence of a pet then effects
the perceived loneliness in the scenario and is likely seen as a mitigating factor on loneliness as a
result of the provided support. Large service dogs were associated with the lowest loneliness
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ratings, as is indicated in the Size by Purpose interaction. Service dogs are in constant contact
with handlers and so can provide more consistent support when compared with pets.
Additionally, large dogs represent the stereotype for service dog appearance. According to the
American Kennel Club, 7 out of 9 of the most common service dog breeds are classified as large
breeds, such as Golden Retrievers, German Shepherds, and Labrador Retrievers (Bauhaus,
2021). The frequency of large service dogs within the service dog population has possibly
created an availability heuristic and could influence participant perceptions of a service doghandler relationship. With ease of recall and imagery creation could come a perception of higher
support from a large service dog.
Findings for attachment ratings were as expected. The results are consistent with the
study by Rodriguez et al. (2019), who found that those with service dogs performed better at
work and school and had better mental well-being overall, a result consistent with the model
from Nieforth and O’Haire (2020). The close contact seen in service dog-handler relationships
creates a higher sense of attachment that comes from constant companionship and the consistent
support that pets are unable to provide due to lack of access. Service dogs provide a benefit
greater than that of a pet dog according to Rodriguez et al., and it is natural that higher
attachment should come from that. The highest attachment ratings were for large service dogs,
again consistent with the popularity of large breeds in service dog positions (Bauhaus, 2021). As
with loneliness, the popularity has likely created a heuristic which influences conclusions made
about service dogs and may help explain the Size by Purpose interaction for attachment as well.
The t-tests for attachment ratings did not show as many significant differences between dog
conditions and the control, indicating that the perception of attachment was more similar
between dogs and laptop computers. Laptops, then, can act as a point of attachment in isolated
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circumstances, but they do not provide the same level of loneliness mitigation as dogs do, given
the results. A significant increase for attachment was found when large service dogs were
compared to the control, and this result reinforces the possibility of an availability heuristic
influencing perceptions of attachment.
The significant size preference for large dogs provides some insight into dog breed
choices within the population. Ghirlanda et al. (2013) indicated that dog breed health, behavior,
and longevity were not significant influences on breed choices when purchasing a dog; this
leaves breed size or appearance as a possible explanation for breed acquisition behavior. The
attachment ratings in this study can subsequently be used to determine whether dog breed size
may affect breed preferences and subsequently response ratings. Large dog breeds comprise not
only the top service dog breeds, but they also account for 9 out of 20 of the top pet breeds,
including those such as Poodles, Rottweiler, and Great Danes (Reisen, 2021). The popularity
regardless of purpose is reflected in the data, which was tallied using ratings collapsed for
purpose. The t tests for attachment help to support these findings. While most of the comparisons
between dog conditions and the control were insignificant, there was a significant increase in
attachment ratings for large service dogs compared to the control. The increase found for the
large service dogs was the highest out of the significant trends in attachment rating comparisons.
The lack of significant correlation within the data is likely explained by the restriction of
the study sample to pet owners. The restriction was necessary to reach the targeted population
and to reduce reactivity to the study content, but it must be considered that those who are already
pet owners are more likely to score highly on the CCAS. Most participants attained scores over
30 points on the CCAS, with the maximum possible score being 52. Furthermore, the students
returning to classes this fall semester might be those who adjusted better to the pandemic

ANIMALS AND COVID-19

19

restrictions rather than have a negative outcome as described for this age group by Lee et al.
(2020) because they did have an animal companion. Those who own pets make significant
financial investments in their pet’s well-being according to the APPA (2021), and the
investment-reward relationship is already established. Pets present in the home are able to
provide social support, as already established by Nieforth and O’Haire (2020), to act as a point of
attachment in the absence of other human contact where comfort may be found in times of stress
and isolation. In restricting the study sample to pet owners, the restriction has created a group of
participants who already take advantage of their pets in social roles during isolation. A more
informative correlation could be performed in a similar study with both pet owners and non-pet
owners, using other instruments for social attachment.
The data from this study were restricted in that there was no live contact between animals
and participants. Wheeler and Faulkner (2015) established that live contact with animals is
associated with reduced physiological signs of stress such as blood pressure and heart rate, but
data from live studies such as this evaluating psychological effects of animals are not widely
available. One area of future study would then be to utilize live or active stimuli, where a
participant would be able to observe interactions between pets and service dogs in their owner in
real time. The use of live stimuli may provide more context for dog owners normal interactions
with their pet and service dog, and it may affect perceptions of loneliness and attachment. An
additional study design which could provide useful context for the data collected in this study
would be a longitudinal study measuring self-reports of loneliness before and after bringing a pet
into the home. Such a study would provide a more in-depth look at how strongly and how
quickly pet owners respond to the presence of an animal.
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Previous literature indicated that pets could have a strong impact on a person’s mental
and physiological well-being, especially within the context of COVID-19. Nieforth and O’Haire
(2020) indicated that, in the absence of human interaction, pets can occupy roles of social
support. Pets, as a constant variable within the home, provide unconditional love and support
without asking for anything in return. In my study, I utilized static stimuli focusing on dogs and
manipulated dog size to fit three standardized categories based on limits of 30 and 60 pounds
while also manipulating purpose to designate dogs as either pets or service animals to evaluate
how these factors may affect ratings of perceived loneliness and attachment between the dogs
and their owners. An interaction was found between dog size and purpose for ratings of
loneliness, and the data also revealed a main effect for dog size which depended on purpose. An
interaction between dog size and purpose was also found for ratings of attachment, and main
effects for both size and purpose were also present. No significant correlation was found between
scores on the UCLA Loneliness Scale and CCAS for the participants responding in the study. I
wanted to further analyze the preferences of dog size as a possible influence on breed popularity
and thus ratings of loneliness and attachment and found that large dogs are more highly
preferred. My research provides a future avenue for research into live animal interaction and how
perceptions of loneliness and attachment may be affected through live presentation.
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Table 1
Condition by Example Stimuli
______________________________________________________________________________
Condition

Example Stimuli

______________________________________________________________________________
Pet

Brandon is a 23-year-old university student who is majoring in
Psychology. He has a pet dog named Tessa who lives in his
apartment with him. Tessa is a 1-year-old Shih Tzu. Brandon
works for the tutoring services department at his university,
helping people pass their classes. After school and work, he likes
to watch historical documentaries and read. Tessa loves to play
with rope toys and enjoys eating bananas.

Service Dog

Marcy is a 20-year-old Film major in college. She lives with her
service dog, Baxter. Baxter is a 2-year-old Labrador Retriever.
Marcy works with Baxter at a movie theater when Marcy doesn’t
have class. In her free time, Marcy likes to sew and makes
costumes for her school’s theater program. Baxter enjoys napping
and watching TV when Marcy is home.

Control

Keith is an 18-year-old Chemistry major in college. He lives alone
in an apartment. He works for a ride-sharing service in the
evenings after his classes are done. Keith is often in the library or
study rooms using his laptop, which he uses for all of his school
reports and the laboratory software. In his free time, Keith likes to
video chat with family. He also likes to go on social media.
______________________________________________________________________________
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Table 2
Comparisons of Dogs by Size (Collapsed for Purpose) to Laptop
_________________________________________________________________

Object

Loneliness

Attachment

M

M

SD

SD

_________________________________________________________________
Laptop

4.26

1.15

3.94

1.01

Small Dogs

2.40

0.61

3.77

0.54

Medium Dogs

2.36

0.56

3.29

0.57

Large Dogs

2.20

0.58

3.93

0.55

_________________________________________________________________
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Figure 1
Stimulus Slide (Service Dog x Medium Size Condition)

Note. Stimulus slides contained a photo of a neutral person and a dog manipulated for size and
status. There were descriptions for each photo on the left-hand side.
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Figure 2
Stimulus Slide (Control)

Note. Control slides contained a photo of a neutral person and a laptop computer. There were
descriptions for each photo on the left-hand side.
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Figure 3
Loneliness Ratings

Note. There was a main effect of dog size that depends on the interaction between dog size and
purpose for large dogs.
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Figure 4
Attachment Ratings

Note. There was a main effect for dog size and purpose, as well as an interaction between them.
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Figure 5
Highest Attachment Ratings for Dog Sizes

Note. The majority of participants had the highest attachment ratings for large-sized dogs.
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CONSENT FORM
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RESPONSE SLIDE TEMPLATE

Note. Response slides contained a free-response text box and two sliders for rating Loneliness
(1-7) and Attachment (1-5).
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UCLA LONELINESS SCALE

Note. The UCLA Loneliness Scale was structured in a 20-item matrix table.
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COMFORT FROM COMPANION ANIMALS SCALE

Note. The CCAS was structured in a 13-item matrix table.
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